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I’ve always loved trains; the sound of a locomotive’s 
air horn piercing the night is as calming to me as a glass 
of wine.  Rail, in my opinion, is the only civilized way to 
travel, with none of the stress and acrimony that comes from 
driving or flying.  The United States pioneered the art of train 
travel well over a century ago, and by the 1930s possessed 
the finest rail infrastructure on Earth—including a vast 
matrix of streetcars and “inter-urbans” that delivered you 
practically at your doorstep.  Of course, the civility of rail 
travel was sacrificed after World War II for the holy motor 
car, which flattered our American individualist ego and—
let’s face it—proved awfully convenient for getting around. 
My own town of Hillsborough was part of the nation’s 
rail grid for a full century before Southern Railway, facing a 
sharp decline in ridership, ended passenger service in March, 
1964; the little depot at the foot of Nash Street was pulled 
down not long afterward.  People have talked longingly ever 
since of “bringing back the train”—at first driven largely 
by nostalgia, more recently by a growing awareness about 
sustainability and the need to reduce our dependency on 
motor vehicles and the fossil fuels that drive them.  In 2007, 
I became involved with a group of residents who launched 
a signature campaign urging local officials to get Orange 
County literally “back on track.”  I had students in my site 
planning and urban design class that fall develop schemes 
for a vacant parcel along the rail corridor within walking 
distance of downtown.  The campaign struck a chord.  The 
local press wrote stories; The Daily Tar Heel ran an editorial 
in favor of a station.  The usually inscrutable North Carolina 
Railroad Company applauded our actions, as did the North 
Carolina Department of Transportation.  Even Amtrak got 
on board with a study indicating that adding a Hillsborough 
stop on the popular Carolinian run would be profitable.
I had been serving all along on the Hillsborough 
Planning Board, and was now appointed to chair a task force 
to move the station effort forward.  Given that all this had 
begun at the grassroots—literally with a group of citizens 
talking over coffee at Cup-a-Joe—I took for granted that 
we had the blessing of the people.  Responses to a survey 
we conducted in January, 2009 said as much: except for a 
couple of cranks, virtually no one was against the train 
station.  Once an actual site was selected, however, things 
changed.  Now another set of citizens rose up none too 
pleased that a transit-oriented development might blossom 
in their neighborhood.  The ensuing struggle taught me an 
important lesson about planning in a democratic society. 
Even broadly accepted societal goals have to touch ground 
somewhere, and at that point of contact there is almost 
always conflict.  People may agree in principle that we need 
to reduce our carbon footprint, develop public transit, or 
house the poor and homeless; they just don’t want to bear 
a disproportionate cost—real or perceived—of achieving 
such goals.  It’s rarely a case of “don’t built it at all,” but 
rather—to quote the slogan of Chapel Hill “progressives” 
opposed to a planned homeless shelter—”Find a Better 
Site.”  Of course, that “better site” is invariably in someone 
else’s backyard.
There are two ways of dealing with this.  One is to 
interpret it as smug ignorance and fight the Philistines 
tooth and nail; the other is to anticipate and accept such 
opposition as an inevitable part of the democratic process. 
For the record, I chose the former—at least at first.  Why? 
Ego, for starts, and my admittedly pious conviction that I 
knew better and was “Doing the Right Thing.”  I had heard 
rumblings that the neighborhood near the station site was not 
happy, but I feared that opening up the planning process—
staging a charrette specifically for this community, as was 
proposed—would slow down or imperil the whole project. 
I also felt, frankly, that community’s basis for opposition 
was simply wrong; that, far from threatening property 
values, the development would make theirs one of the most 
sought-after neighborhoods in the town.  What I missed 
here was that many of these residents had come to this quiet 
country town to get away from the very sort of urbanism I 
was advocating.  As one couple put it to the Town Board, 
“Campanella wants to turn our Mayberry into Manhattan.”
But even more crucially, I missed the fact that the 
root of resistance was not the station itself, but a sense 
that we had snubbed the neighborhood by failing to bring 
it into the planning process from the start.  This turned 
even those supportive of the effort against us.  Far from 
jeopardizing the project, making the affected community 
a valued participant in the process would have saved us all 
a lot of headaches and remedial diplomacy and moved us 
closer to achieving our goal.  In the end, the conflict was 
really over competing futures and what, for lack of a better 
term, we might term planning’s scope of relevancy.  To the 
neighborhood, planning was about preserving values of 
semi-rural solitude; to me it was about larger societal goals 
of smart growth and sustainability.  Both were valid, both 
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